Promoting sleep in shiftworkers and intercontinental travelers.
A number of techniques and treatments can be used to alleviate the sleep disturbance associated with both shiftwork and transmeridian travel. Optimization of the sleeping environment and avoidance of substances such as caffeine and alcohol before sleep are the best initial approach. Timing sleep to coincide with some of the normal sleep period where possible will improve sleep quality in shiftworkers. Similarly, following transmeridian flight, restricting sleep to the nocturnal period in the new time zone will assist adaptation. Hypnotic drugs may be of benefit to alleviate sleep disturbance experienced by shiftworkers or transmeridian travelers. Selection of the most appropriate medication must take into account required duration of action and possible residual effects of the drug on alertness. Hypnotics may be useful, particularly in middle-aged individuals who already have disturbed sleep, on those occasions when poor sleep is anticipated, for example following an eastward flight or after the initial change to night duty. Over-the-counter preparations should be avoided whenever possible unless it is known that they are not associated with residual sequelae.